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Paediatrician, laboratory researcher, medical educator. Shared Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1954 for developing tissue-culture technique that was used to grow poliovirus in a test tube, work that paved the way for the development of a vaccine to prevent poliovirus. Born Aug 25, 1916, in Auburn Alabama, USA; died on Aug 4, 2002, aged 86 years.

The development of a vaccine for poliovirus, one of the crowning medical achievements of the 20th century, is normally associated first with the names of Jonas Salk and Albert Sabin. Although these great scientists produced and tested the first vaccines, their work would have been impossible without another breakthrough, made in 1949 in Boston, USA. Frederick Robbins and his colleagues John Enders and Thomas Weller, from the Children\'s Hospital, Boston, made an equally important contribution to the end of the iron lung. Once they had discovered how to grow the poliovirus in large quantities, the next step to a reliable vaccine was only a matter of time. They were rewarded with the Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine in 1954; Salk and Sabin have had to make do with popular acclaim.

The Boston team\'s achievement, too, did more than simply pave the way for the near eradication of poliomyelitis, which WHO believes is achievable by 2005, given sufficient investment. Their tissue-culture technique transformed virology, allowing scientists to study viruses as never before. This technique led directly to the development of vaccines for other diseases, such as measles, and remains in wide use today. In April, 2003, the coronavirus that causes severe acute respiratory syndrome was identified using the procedure developed by Robbins\' team.

Frederick Robbins grew up in Columbia, Missouri, USA. His parents, Professor William Robbins and Christine Chapman Robbins, were botanists, and the young Frederick took a bachelor of science degree at the University of Missouri before qualifying in medicine at Harvard Medical School, Boston, in 1940. As a medical student he studied alongside John Enders and shared a room with Thomas Weller.

Robbins joined the Children\'s Hospital, Boston, on graduating, and returned after World War II, when he served as a US Army physician in north Africa and Italy. The war interrupted the research into tissue-culture techniques for growing viruses, but once the team of Enders, Robbins, and Weller was reunited, progress was swift. The team began their work on the mumps virus, which was easier than poliovirus to handle in the laboratory. After growing this pathogen successfully in culture, they turned their attention to poliovirus, which at the time could only be isolated by means of a difficult, uncertain, and time-consuming process, which involved monkey brains and chicken embryos. The Boston team streamlined the procedure by using a mixture of human embryonic skin and muscle tissue as a growth medium. The work was completed in 1948 and published the next year, with Robbins as lead author. As a result of this work, Salk was able to produce an effective injectable poliovirus vaccine, and Sabin later developed the oral version that is taken on sugar lumps. The breakthrough also gave scientists a new tool for isolating and growing other viruses, and so provided insights into a multitude of diseases.

As well as winning him a Nobel Prize, Robbins spell in Boston was important in other ways. While working in Enders\'s laboratory, he met and fell in love with Alice Havemeyer Northrup---the daughter of John Northrup, a Nobel laureate in chemistry---who was working as a technician. They were married in 1948.

In 1952, Robbins joined Western Reserve University, now Case Western Reserve University, in Cleveland, Ohio, as professor of paediatrics. He went on to become dean of the university\'s medical school in 1966, where he served as a mentor to hundreds of future doctors. In 1980, he resigned his deanship to become president of the Institute of Medicine at the National Academy of Sciences, a position he held for 5 years. He returned to Case Western Reserve University as professor emeritus in 1985, but saw this role as very much more than the honorary one the title often implies.

Robbins became chairman of the International Commission for the Certification of Poliomyelitis Eradication in the Americas in 1990, which in 1996 was able to declare the disease eradicated from the continents. He also developed a strong interest in AIDS, and was instrumental in setting up joint research projects in this field between Case Western and Makerere University in Kampala, Uganda.

Robbins is survived by his wife, Alice, and their two daughters.
